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ABSTRACT • . 

A study examined the effects of . conversational themes 
and attention-focusing strategies on conversational' comprehension . 
The variables in the study tfere (1) the presentation of ambiguous 
versus unambiguous themes of conversations, (2)' using personal versus 
content-oriented themes in conversations, and (3) presenting 
listeners with personal. versus content attention-focusing strategies 
tasking participants to focus on a personality^ type versus focusing 
on the content of the message). The subjects ver£ 247 college 
students who were divided* into 16 groups that heard various 
combinations of the ,three va^iaWes and two stimulus messages. Afte'r 
the subjects received the Attention- focusing strategy .and theme 
statement appropriate to thetr experimental group, they listened to 
the stimulus, conver sit ion, -and completed recall accuracy and 
uncertainty reduction tests. The posttpsts were, administered again 
one week following the experiment. The fcesults demonstrated that 
unambiguous themes predicted conversational comprehe^sibility and 
recall .accuracy^. Type of v theme aiso had a significant impact on these 
dependent measures ^as^well as on uncertainty reduction. The, results 
suggested that personal, conversational information may be processed 
differently from content conversational information, (RL) 
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• ■ This literature review will focus en the potential usefulness of the 
concepts theme and attention focusing strategy i"rr predicting how conversants 
comprehend, recall, and reduce uncertainty in processing conversational 
disced in examining the»e, the present study win postulate the need 
to distinguish between Wguous and unambiguous themes, as well as between 
personal and content themes. 'The personal-content distinction will also 
b e used 5,' conceptualize the attention focusing strategies conversants use 
in processing conversational discourse. , V 



Tl>eme l~ 

— ' / 



The t"erm theme most often refers to the central idea, purpose, or 
gUt of a message. It is in this sense thay he term theme is used in .. 

this study: Thorhdy*. (1977) defines story tLme. "The theme of the story . 

is the general focus to which the subsequent plot adheres" (p. 80). Bixanz. 
'La Porte. Vesdonder. and Voss (1978) define story .theme similarly: "Theme 

My be defined as a conpepfor idea that -strves to relate or unify large 

a.urd.s of story information (CP. Green; 1977,...." (p. 338). The terms. 

theme, topic, ana title are often used interchangeably to mean the same _ . 
"thing in discourse processing research (e.g.. Bransfora and Johnson, 1972, " . 
' Bransfora apd McCarreU. 1974,Dooling and Lehman, 1971, Goes. *» press, 

Kintsch and Van gift. 1978, Reichman, 1978. name a few). Only those, 
studies which define topic and title similarly to this study's definition 

of theme will be reported. v 
' • Themes hel^receivers^Re discourse coherent by providing an organising 
. 'criterion accord**, tc.which discourse propositions are judged for septic 
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relatedness to theme and he Ace, other discourse propositions. The propo- 
* » 

sitions of a text base must be connected ^relative to what is intuitively 

1 . 

cailed a topic of -discourse (or a topic of conversation), that is the theme 
J_ % * 

of the" discourse There must be a. global constraint that establishes a 
meaningful whole, characterized in terms of a discourse topic" (Kintsch and 
Van Dijk, 1978, pp. 365-366). • 

f ~ * -* * 

Theme Ambiguity ^ 

. • Themes vary in terms of how constraining theyare in connecting discour,s^ 

propositions. Unambiguous themes are more constraining than" ambigu9us themes, 

and therefore make discourse more*coherent. In reading the following 

example, the relatively ambiguous thematic sentence fragment tmm " Instructions 

** ■ 
for [ferforming a task," does not serve as. a useful cjiterion.or "global 

Constraint" in' helping the reader disambiguate "the semantic relations between ^ 
text propositions. * 

9 » The -procedure is actually quite simple. 

First you arrange things into different groups. 
^ Of course one pile may be suf f iqiejit/depending ^ 
^ on how much there is to do. \If .you have to go * 
somewhere else due to lack erf facilities that 
y is the next step, otherwise you are pretty well; 
° set* It is important not to;overdo things. , 

* That is, it is better" to do too few things at 

once than too many. In the Short run this, ■ 
may not seem .important ISnxt complications -'Can V 
easily arise. A mistak,e^fcan be expensive 
• as well. Vit first the whole .procedure will 
seem complicated. Soon howevei:, ^t' will 
become just, another facet of. life. . . 

(Brartsford and MpCarrell, 1974, p. 206)\ * , ^ 

v < * . 

However, the unambiguous thematic sentence fragment, "Ins true tiprfs tor 

washing clothes," is an excellent criterion or* "global constraint" for 

specifying how text propositions should' relate to each other and' succeeds . 



in-helping the reader comprehend the .text. 

Comprehension v ^ 

The above example indicates that to be useful in aiding comprehension 
themes must be unambiguous. Research into themes effect on text com- 
prehension (Bisanz etj*., 1978; Bransford and Johnson, 1972; 'Bransford and 
•McCarrell, 1974; Dooling Ind Lachman, 1971; Dooming and Mullett, 1973)* 
. supports this -point. One problem with this research is 'that the stimulus . 

passages' used in. these" studies were so complex-abs£ract that- tiey.were 

— ■ V • * 

. virtually incomprehensible without an unambiguous theme*(see Gofer's, 1977, 
P. 3.35, .comments on this problem) . Using these kinds of stimulus passages 
may explain 'why past theme researchers manipulated presence or absence of 
theme or, theses location U.es before $*r after the passage) but not/ in 
'most cases degree of theme ambiguity. To partially replicate and extend 
this. past> theme research, the present -study used^ conversational stimulus 
messages which were Relatively comprehensible wfiw a theme making it 
\ possible to manipulate degree of theme ambi.gu»ty. j - - • 

A further extension of past theme research was Wde possible by the use 
of conversations in this study instead of prose passages. Conversational 
messages are usually more complex , than -prose passages (Olson; 1977). This 
issue will be dealt with .- n ^ detaU . n ^ e cWtent ^ d persQnal Themes . 

.section. Unambiguous themes probably serve' the same role in conversational ' 
<^discouse processing that they do in text 'processing, but _as yet no studies 
h h^ve examined th^Ls possibility ♦ , . 

There .are several recent communication studies which indirectly be„ar 

■on^theme's role in conversational processing. Recent communication research 
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% y ^ ^ ( has demonstrated .that providing «n "appropriate" conversational tpeme (or 
topic) is a sign .ofL^ommunwative competence (I*lanalp and T^cey, 1980, p. 

an obligation (Reichman, 4978, p. 14), a way to make conversations , 
<» understandable (Goss, in press, p. 106); and a measu're of conversational 
. , . -success (Grimes,. ^981," p. 1) . An unambiguous tHeme is Upmost likely ' 
, candidate* for an ^appropriate" theme because it would make W-sender ' s 

conversational message more comprehensible "by disambiguating the semantic 
•-'relations between conversational propositions ., The 'present, study will 
-examine the effect that-level of theme- ambiguity , has on conversational 
compreherisibility* * 

Recall * • _ 

« ? # » 



-When processing conversations participants need to. comprehend each ^ 

others messages but they also must'store and retrieve message information ' ' 

received, from one another for fiit.uk use in' conversations-. For examples', ' ' 

' remembering personal information about others' attitudes,' "values, idiosyncracies , * 

etc. wouldallow an interactant. to develop strategies -for persuading another, 
v • * ' * 

^ and storing general -world knowledge , f rom/conversatiohs like information * . " 

; '• ' t ' • * * 

about sports, (hi story, arff, etp. would" allow the interactant to expourfd on 



urjd 

a- given. topic. Themes servers storage and retrieval -cues for discourse 



inf^ 



rmation. Dodd and, White (1980) summarized" roie theme plays in discourse 



' storage and retrieval: * 



"In general the theme of a' passage 
(or sentence) is the focus of a memory ' 
representatipn, also' suggesting the 
existence of a hierarchical organization 
to the memory for propositions, namely* < 
the presence of "a higher level nodp '* 
,(mcre accessible and jtiQre dpr^able) for 
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related to it" fe-fS ° f ^s close'ly 



studies heve fcund thematic effects o^di' 
# D , , . ects on d ^scourse recall 

<Boc k , 1980; Bransford and . J6h nson, Wa . . 

_ • ■ ■ ' B ^ an sford and McCarrell, '1974- 

Pooling and Lachman, 1971. t * 

" 9 ^ aiiSti -»-. 0<,oli„ g and 

lW^ e , 1977) _ , ' K! ' 1 ' !1 ' S »"-^%. 

r JA,c ' . Few of these* <=h..,4-^ 

h-,-- studx**, however, examined the possi- 

bility that dearee of l . ' ' possi- 

uegree of theme ambiguity miah*- i„fi 
ahd'r k ' >• influence recall. Dooiing 

f - -J--. n 9 ,„ to have r _ i?ed this . . 

■,. « -st M , ^ E . impMed _ , roducea , a _ e{fect - . 

than any s-imposed theme. ' „ ,» * " ~ 

' ' ' : S teaS °"^ t° assume ... thematic title 

more accurately reflect «-w " , 

' • . *" -^^"^tic structure of the passage 

that was intentionally ^eluded' when the na 
. ' ' • tHe P assa Ses were constructed" (p.* 

Dooiing and Lachman (1971, ™, * • 

< . • * 1] °? ly s P ee ^ted that, their themes 

disambiguated the stimulus' texts better - f " 

Gtter than ° nes subjects might/, 

have generated. The effects hf «, — ♦ 

, effects of theme ambiguity oh conversational com-' 

prehension and recall will be directly teste* in the < >' ' 
' y te«eu in the present study 

Uncertainty. Reduction •' ' , . + ■ 

Une past research on theme's. -f fa 
- " • \ ■ &effect .°n discourse processing teiis 

us how themes affect comprehension and recall but J ' 

do more th. conversational interactants 

o nore than comprehend, s t ore , and Btrieve .conversational .formation v ' 

; " alSO ^ ^ inf — - abou, each other with ^ ' 

ZT ^ ~ 9 — ^ - — — 1930,. Berger and • 
*-Calabrese. 197q - .*n«^ «s. . ' ' 

5. ese, is /5 , Berger an l Clatterbyck 1977. o 

• ' / 19?7; Ber 9^ Gardener, Parks , 
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Schulman, dnd Miller, 1976, Berger and Perkins, 1978). -Past^themfc research 
provides little guidance* out how conversational themes may affect the 
reduction of uncertainty, Thi\s may be.' because the theme research reviewed ' 

• exclusively used prose stinulus messages. A likely,, extension pf the theme * 
research £o uncertainty reduction would suggest that conversational inter- 

T * • * - - . 

actants who organize their conversations around unambiguous themes will 

be judged differently (e.,g. as more competent) than those who organize 

their conversations around ambiguous themes, and this would be manifested 

^in uncertainty reduction differences. A receiver who* can readily comprehend, 

store, -and recall conversational information because a sender uses unambiguous' 

themes is likely to judge this gender as more competent as Grice's (1975) , 

' theorizing ctnd Planalp and Tracy's £1380) research /implied . This study 
"* i ^ * / 

• will test^the possibility that level of theme ambiguity affects undertainty 

* • ' ' -^~> . ° 

. rddyction, and by doing so^ will extend theme' and uncertainty reduction _ ^ 
* i . *• 

research ^ . % ' > ' ^ ^ 

Hypothesis 1 summarizes the predicted relationship between thetoe 
Ipbiguity and comprehension, recall, and uncertainty reduction- * 
j Hypothesis 1: , Receivers provided witK -unambiguous conversational % 

*• • ' + 

\ themes will comprehend, recall, and reduce 



uncertainty'signifpLcapfcly better than < receivers • 



provided witlv ambiguous conversational themes. 
Content and .Personal Themes 7 . ' . 

Conver^ations^contam both content and personal ^information (Keenan, - 
MacWhinney, and Mayhew, 1977; Ol^on, 1977)/ Keenan et al . (19^ pategorized 
^conversational statements' as -'high interactional" (or what this^study labels 
personal) and "low interactional" (or what this study labels content) (p. 550) 



? '. ,. f 



eaac ^ j ......,.,>»., 



-7- 



High interactional (or personaQ information is information about the 
speaker's intentions, Us beliefs, and his relations with the listener" and ' 
low interactional (pr content^ information is "information about" objects 
' and events in the world. . .essentially independent of personal knowledge of' 
the speaker." (Keenan et al .,' 1977, p. 550) . f * 

This content-personal distinction has not been examined in previous . 
theme research (Keenan et_al . , 1977, did not examine ' theme in' their 
study). The reason this distinction was not made may be because the previous ' 
.theme research used'.primarTly >P rose or other non-conversational stimulus 
material which did not contain personal information. Olson (1977, pp 7>76) ' ' 
indicated that prose texts typically do not contain personal information, 
• but conversations typically contain both content and personal information. 
So, researches using- prose stimulii would not likely be as sensitive to -the 
content-personal information distinction as researchers using conversational 
stimuli?, it may be that the added complexity of conversational stimuli 
because of the content - personal distinction marfe theme researchers more 
inclined to use prose stimuli over conversational stimuli. r / 

Given that a content-personal distinction exists for conversation^ 
information, it is nec.es.sary to also postulate ^content and personal themes. 
Each type of theme (content and personal) would servers a coherence-organizing ' 
criterion ; D r eafh type of conversational information respectively. Each ' 
type of theme would function to aid .receivers in 'comprehending \ storing/and 
recalling the content and personal information contained in conversations. 
This assertion is well documented for content themes based" on the prose- ' . 
theme research previously rjLiewed. The role of personal themes in con- 
versational discourse processing is less well documented / as Schank and ' ». 



Abelson (1977) pointed out. 

Recent person -perception research by Lirfgle, Gev*a, Ostijom, Leippe and 
Baumgardener (1979) and Ostrom, Lingle, Pryor,* and Geva (1979) ' found t'hat 

people develop personal themes to organize their impressions of others, 

J 

to recall information about others, and to interpret others' actions. 



One 'drawbaclj; to this research in terms of the present stQdy is £ha^t these 

researchers used trait descriptors rather than conversational stimuli* 

Their findings do indicate that the concept "personal, thejne" is a viable 

one, and a .natural extension of their work would be to explore the role 1 

of persoWl? themes in conversational processing ♦ 
<_ 

• j * * 

Although little is known art present about the role of personal themes 

in conversational discourse processing, personal themes may serve as coherence- 
organizing criteria for personal information in much the same way that content 
themes do for content information. But personal information may be processed 
dif ferentfy"~than content information. For example, Keenan et al . (1977) 

found that conversants 1 recall for personal information was significantly* 

« 

better than for content information. * To augment conversational research 

on this issue the present study will ask the following research question: 

* Research Question 1: How> will type of conversational theme 
(i.e. content or per.sonal) affect the comprehension, recall v 
and reduction of uncertainty in conversational discourse / 
processing? k ' ' 

k 

Attention Focusing Strategies " ( ^ 

* . i 

Attention focusing strategies have a significant impact on the ^ 
comprehensibility and recallability of information (Spiro, ISH^^hen 

and Ebbesen, 1979; Frederiken, 1975). Conversants use strategies to aid 

1 

them in reducing uncertainty about others by focusing their attention on 

. . t 

/' ' ' 

• / . i.0 



- ' * 

Chose aspects of a conversational message that will provide cues about 



y 



. senders' personalities (Berger, 1980)* 

' Communicators use attention focusing strategies in processing con- * 

versational discourse to accomplish /irioua communicative goals (Cohen and 

Ebbesen, 1979;. Just and Carpentec 19* 7 7? Winograd, 1977). Two prominent . 

goals receivers should have when processing conversational discourse -are to 

' . * ^ . / 

comprehend and recall conversational information. For example/ when a « 

' student is paying, a sizable amount of money for a tennis lesson,, he/she will 
probably tend to focus, on'the content information' (e.g. how to hold the' 
racket, proper forehand technique, etc.) and pay less attention to personal 
* information (e.g. jokes, comments about how the .student's taste in tennis 
apparel, etc.). In .a different communicative situation, e.g. a romantic 
encounter,, a receiver will most likely elect to focus attention on com- ^ 
prehending personal coirawints-. • | 

C^hen and Ebbesen (19.79) foundithat receivers give^ a tasTc attention 
focusing strategy (similar to .content attention focusing strategy) were morfe 
accurate at recalling \4timulus material (i.e. video tapes of actors' perfor- 
mances on q^iven tasks A than subjects given an impression 'formation focusing , 
strategy (similar to pelrsonai attention focusing strategy) . - Spiro (1977) 
found that, subjects gi^en a "memorization" strategy were more accurate in 
recalling stjjnulds material (written description of a couple's marital problems) 
than subjects given a "clinical psychologist" strategy. 

* ' Noting the existence\of content and personal goals, Kintsch (1977) . 
stated -"In a dialogue the interaction (personal information) with the other 
person might be much more salient than the content o^f the dialogue. . 
(p. 35). Making a similar distinction between content and personal strategies, 
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Winpgrad (1977) argued, "Many of the goals are at a metacommunicative level, 
dealing with the personal interaction-'between the speaker and hearer .rather 
than the putative content-oi? the utterances" (p\ 69). Kint'sch's (1977) and 

Winograd's (1977) speculation about the existence of content and pers9nal 

,* * ** • 

goals which would guide receivers attention focusing* activity is intuitively 

• ' >r • * # 

appealing, but as yet has not been empirically documented in ^conversational . 

or text processing research. This study will examine N the effects that N 

content and personal attention focusing strategies tiave on conversational " 

processing, and by doing so will empirically test the theoretical 

speculations of researchers on this issue, * *^ 

^Pa.st research on attention fbcusing strategies indicates that inter- 
' ■ * * v - • 

actants will better comprehend and recall those aspects of a message that 

\ v • ■ ' • . . t 

they focus their attention on. A simple .extension of these findings to the 

receptiort^ of conversational messages is M '<|xpressed in the following hypothesis 

Sly 

Hypothesis'^: Receivers who fociuifcf attention on personal 



message information will comprehend and 
recall personal ^fe^sage information s^igni- 



ficantly better v'jthan receivers who use a 

content attentipn focusing strategy, , the * v • 

,y • - \ / 

converge beingTtrue' for the comprehension \ * ' 

> and fecal I pf" content message information , 

pi *' 

when receivers use a content attention 

focusing .strategy. * 1 * 

' - 

Berger's (1975-198Q) uncertainty reduction "research indicated^ that receivers 
chose from a variety of stra :e<gies to reduce uncertainty abopt others. A 
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logical extension of Berger's work is that a personal .focusing strategy 

would prove most .useful in reducing uncertainty about others because 

personal information is more useful than content information in fceduoing . 

uncertainty about others. The-£resent study Will examine this possibility. 

* , • ' * 

• Hypothesis 2a;' Receivers who use' a personal focusing strategy 

will reduce uncertainty more than receivers 

* 

who use a content focusing strategy, 
i 

A general conclusion from previous research, then, v is that theme 
ambiguity, theme type, and attention fppusing strategies have significant 
independent effects on conversational discourse processing. The combined 
effects 'of these three variables has not been examined by past conversa- 
tional discourse processing research^ These independent variables may 
have additive or interactive effects, or may cancel out the effects of 

each other. To answer ttiis question the present study will examine the 

* 

combined effects of theme ambiguity, '"theme type, and attention focusing 
strategies within one factorial experimental design. 4 ' 

Methods 



Design. A 2X2X2X2 between subjects factorial design was used with 
the independent variables theme ambiguity (ambiguous and unambiguous 
themes), theme. type (content and personal), focusing strategies (content 
and personal) , and conversation ('ceramics and fencing lesspnsf , and the 
dependent variables Content. and persbnal conversational comprehension, 
content and -personal delayed crnversational recall accuracy,, uncertainty 
reduction, ancl :de£ayed uncartainty reduction. Although .there are 90 
possible main effects and interaction hypotheses in this design, for 
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he sake of } brevity only the tiost promising research question and 
hypothesefe were stated. 

Operational Definitions 



I ndependent Variables 



Theme Ambiguity ,, The two levels of theme ambiguity were unambiguous 
and ambigifous. Two unambiguous and two ambiguous thematic instructions for 
each stimulus conversation were given to subjects in writing. For example, 
one of the unambiguous themes (for the fencing' lesson) was "Harry gives 
Susan a fencing lesson stressing proper weapon grip and body positioning/' 1 
and 6ne of the ambiguous themes was "Harry and Susan are talking about skills 
necessary to successfully complete a tetsk." 

A validity check was performed to ensure that subjects generated similar 
or exactly the same themes as those provided by the experimenter, whether 
Unambiguous or ambiguous* In every case, subjects given unambiguous themes _ 
generated themes which were rated as significantly (p^.001) less ambiguous 
than subjects given ambiguous ^thematic instructions* These ratings were 
provided by three judges with a reliability of .89 measured by Cronback's 
alpha* 

Focusinp strategy. The two kinds of focusing strategies given subjects 
werp- personal and content. Subjects in this study were ^instructed to implement 
either personal or content focusing strategies when receiving a stimulus 
conversation. Subjects given ^content focusing instructions were asked to 1 
pretend that they might have to relay the essential factual information of « 
the conversation to someone else. These instructions also asked the subjects 
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to focus on Content pr informational statements and ignore, all non-essential 
comments of a personal nature. Subjects given personal focusing instructions 
were asked to pretend that they overheard , one of the- stimulus conversations 
and would have to useit as, a basis for deiiding what kind of person the 
instructor was and what his^persQnal feelings or intentions were toward his 
female^student . They were also instructed to focus exclusively on personal 

statements while listening to the conversation. Again, all focusing in- 

• i < * 

structions were given to subjects in writing. ^ 

As a validity check, su&jectls were asked to report the focusing strategy 
used once the initial phase o£ the experiment was completed. Subjects* 
reported using a focusing strategy which was nearly identical to the strategy 
they were instructed to /use, according, to* three raters (who were reliable 
at .95 via Cronback*s alpha)*. ^ 

Theme type * A validity check was performed to eisure that subjects 
receiving .content or personal^thematic instructions would use the appropriate 
theme type. An example of a personal theme would be "Harry is the 'hit-picker 
type"* a nd a content theme would be "Harry and Susan are taking about the 
skills necessary to successfully complete a task." In every case, subjects 
given personal and content thematic instructions generated themes which three 
raters judged to be consistent with their condition of instruction. Reliabili 



of fudges was .95 via Cronback's alpha". 

j Conversation . The two stimulus conversations', each covering a different 
topic "Were fencing and ceramic^ instruction. In each conversation, a male 

4 

(Harry) instructor gave a female student (Susan) a lessonfr The conversations 
followed a typical instructor-student interaction pattern, with the instructor 
dominating the conversation by giving detailed instructions about half of 



the time and making -evaluative statements about the student's progress the 
other half with the student giving short replies primarily in the form of 

* 

questions and acknowledgement of the instructor's suggestions. Both speakers 
had prior acting experience and the same actors Were used for both conversations 
The Stimulus conversations lasted about two minutes and were presented 'on 
\udio tape to control length of exposure for all subjects and to simulate 
the overhearing of a normal^ conversation. ' 
Dependent Variables . < 

Comprehension . Both content and personal conversational comprehension 
were measured in this experiment. Following well established measurement 
techniques (Thorndyke, 1977), self^-report scales for content and personal, 
comprehensibility were used in this study. tfne reason for using self-report . 
scales over other Comprehension measures is that self-report scales do not 
cause subjects to decode information in an artificial manner. For example, 

ing a comprehension test is likely to cause subjects to process information 
more deeply than they' would an a normal conversation. Two 9 pc^int interval 
scales (based on Thorndyke 1 s, 1977, self-report comprehension scale) were 
used to measure content and personal^ conversational comprehension.. 

Recall accuracy . Following Sulin and Dooling's < 19 ™' P« 258) advice >, 
to use free recall*measures in discourse research on theme ' s. effects , a. 
non-cued free recall test was administered to subjects following' a one 
week time delay between presentation of the stimulus conversations and the 
recall test: 5 ^ Dqoling and Mullet's (1973) scoring procedure was usej in 
the present study, "because *t is well known that Ss do not naturally recall 
stories-verbatim, an attempt was made to assess the^ number of sentences 
recalled, where' sentences were scored by a liberal criterion of reproducing ' 
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the^r general idea" (p. 405). Tw6 judges^scored sub jects •recall, for content 

and personal qonversational propositions, yielding an overall recall 

accuracy score for content ' and v personal information* Judges inter rater 

reliability was;by Pearson f =„86. 

Uncertainty reduction ,, Clatterbuck f s (1979) Uncertainty ■ Reduction 

Evaluation Scales (£LUES scale) constituted the uncertainty reduction measure. 

CLatterbuck's 'scales were developed from a series of experiments ar\d have 

h'i^gh internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha = .87). Responses to the CLUES 

* • 

scales were avefaged to yield an overall uncertainty reduction score for. 

each subject. Subjects were, tested immediately after hearing the' stimulus 

messages and after a one week d4lay.\The same CLUES scales were used for the ' 

♦ 

... - * « 

immediate and delayed uncertainty reduction measure. ... 

Subjects . * Two hundred and forty-seven college students, 126 females and 

. i 

121 males, randomly selected from beginning level communication and speech 
courses participated in the experiment. The subjects were participating 
as partial fulfillment for a class grade. Students w^re tested in groups 

V . " . • 

ranging in size from 12 to 18 during regular class hours. The median age 
for subjects was 19.1 years. 6 

Procedures . The 247 subjects were randomly assigned to the 16 experimental 
conditions. (Some attrition occurred due to inadequate responses but, subjects 
were approximately equally distributed throughout experimental conditions with 
no condition having less than 14 or more th^n 16 subjects). Each condition 
group met separately in a classroom, where subjects were informed that tliey 
would be participating in an interpersonal communication experiment focusing 
on the instructional dyad. Subjects were asked not to converse with each 
other' duriV^j the experiment.* Subjects then received the attention focusing 
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> ■ . • • v • 

instructions appropriate to their condition followed by the appropriate 
theme ambiguity statement. The experimenter played the. appropriate recorded- 

. stimulus conversation once only. Subjects then responded to thg comprehension 
scales and the uncertainty reduction test. Subjects were reminded to Return 
at the sime time in one week in orddr to be debriefed, to discuss the experimental 
results , and to obtain their general opinions about what constitutes successful 
dyadic communication, 

, When sub jects -returned after one week, the experimenter administered 

the recall accuracy and uncertainty reduction tests. The recall accuracy 



test was administered first, followed by the uncertainty reduction test. 

Finally, the experimenter debriefed the subjects, 
* - 

Results and Discussion 



Multivariate and univariate analysis of variance procedures were used. 
Where significant interactions werq present, Tukey's HSD post-hoc (Kirk,^ 
1968, pp. 88-90) comparisons were performed, T^^ esults for eacn dependent 
-variable will be presented along with Tukey's comparisons where significant 
. interaction^ were present. ^All significant interactions were graphed, 
' MANOVjf Results 

7 ' ^ \ r ^ 

The Rationale indicated that personal comprehension and uncertainty 
reduction should be closely' related phenomena in conversational processing. 
A Pearson r correlation analysis (see Table iJ^revealed this to be the case; 
suggesting the need to analyze the results on these dependent variables with 
the MANOVA, procedure. „ . . 

^ K 2x2x2x2 MANOVA with the personal comprehension > immediate and delayed 
uncertainty reduction measures reveajed jf*siqt*it icant theme ambiguity by 
conversation interaction t F ( 3 , 213) =2 . 7(9, p < '.04, and a significant th^jne 
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type by conversation interaction, F(3,213)=4.0J., p < .009.' There were 
no othet significant main or interactive effects, although the theme type 
effect approached significance, F(3,213)=2.30, p < .077, * 

A MANOVlV was also performed for the content and personal recall accuracy 
measures since both measures are conceptually related, reflecting recall process. 
A 2x2x2x2 MANOVA with the. content and persona]) recall accuracy measures 
revealed significant main effects for theme ambiguity, F (2 , 222) =14. 58 , 
p < \0001,' t theme type, F(2,222)=9.40, p < .0001, and conversation F(2,222= 
6.75, p < .001, and significant theme ambiguity by theme type F(2,222)= < 
7.22, p < .0009, focusing strategy by conversation, F ( 2 , 222) =3 ♦ 10 , p < .047, 
and focusing strategy by theme 1 ambiguity by theme type/ by conversation, 
F(2,222)=3.41, p < .035, interactions. ' 

Following Harris 1 (1$75) and Evan f s (1979) advice, as well as^to simplify 

discussion of "the results, univariate ANOVA'S and post hoc comparisons, 

ft 

where significant interactions were evident, were performed for each dependent 

measure. The: univariate results very closely reflect the multivariate results. 

'* 

Content -Comprehension 

There were significant main effects for theme ambiguity, F(l,231)- . 
.25*22, p < •OOOl and theme type, F(l,231)«11.39, p < .001,, and a^sighif icant 
thetae^mbiguity by theme type; interaction F ( 1, 231)^5. 387, p < .021. As 
* predicted, the mean content comprehension score for subjects receiving 
unambiguous themes (X=6.492)*~was significantly higher (p < .000U than for 
subjects receiving ambiguous thematic instructions (X=5.096). "Sublets 
receiving content thematic instructions comprehended content message information 
significantly (p <, .001) better* (X=6.2443), than subjects receiving personal 
thematic instructions (X=5.343 j ). ^ , * 



A Tukey*s HSD post hoc test demonstrated that subjects receiving 
unambiguous content themes (Xr7.27) compretande^content message information 
significantly (p < .05) better than subjects receiving unambiguous personal 
theme's (X=5.7)l Figure la indicates that theme type had *n .effect on content ^ 

message comprehension only when the message thame was unambiguous. Looking 

i 

a.t the interaction another way (Figure lb) , scbjects-teceivintf unambiguous 
content themes comprehended' content message information significantly -better 
(p < .05) than subjects receiving ambiguous content themes. There were no 
significant differences in the personal theme condition for content message 

comprehension. 4 4 / 

There was a significant main effect fqr conversation, F ( 1 , 231) =8 . 598 , 
p < .004.^ Subjects receiving the fencing instructing* conversation com- 
prehended its content information significantly better (X=6. 19) than sublets 
receiving the ceramics instruction conversation (X-5.397). 

The pattern of results for content comprehension conformed to predictions 
in the main/ Conversations for which subjects received unambiguous content ^ 
themes were significantly easier to comprehend. This is not surprising „ 
given the studies which have .found essentially the same pattern of results . 
using prose stimuli!. ^ The present study extended pro^se comprehension research 
involving theme effects by using com ersational stimulus messages. One 
important and constraining aspect of this extension was the present study's 
introduction of a distinction between content and personal themes. This 
distinction proved significant, as the results for content comprehension 

* * 

revealed. Future content comprehension research^ which uses convers.it ional 
stimulus messages must take irtto amount the complexity of these messages 
by distinguishing between content ai.d' personal information. The use of 
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personal and content themes is one fruitful way to approach to this issue. 
' Personal Comprehension > ^ ' 

On this dependent .variable, there was a significant interaction between' ^ 
theme type and conversation, F(l,230)=.14.52 *. p ^001 (see Figure 2). m 
the ceramics conversation, theme type had a $ ignificant effect (Figure 2a) , % 
• 'subjects receiving personal themes (X-7.40) comprehended personal infection " 
significantly better than subjects receiving content thematic instructions 
(X=6.21). By comparison Figure 2b demonstrates that subjects reeeiving" 
content themes. for the fencing message (X=7.2r,) comprehended personal 
information significantly (p ^05) better than "subjects receiving content 
^themes for the ceramics message (X=6.21} # v . 

The results indicate that ^some conversations a receiver will comprehend 
personal information betfer^when they u^e a personal ^ theme and in otfier ' 
s conversations when they use a content theme. The experimenter provided,. 

Personal theme may hav^been more usefulMn'comprehending personal ^formation 
in the, ceramics conversation because subjects may have had poorly ' articulated ■ 
'personal 'schemata for arts-crafts instructors. -Harkus' ^977), Lingl^e 
et ^l.'s r (1979), and Cantor, and Mischel's (1979) research indicated* that .. .; 
person schemata or prototy^s differ in strength or degree'of articulation ' 
in Memory, and these differences affect a variety person perception-processes 
(e.g. recall, -impression formation, speed of processing arid uncertainly * 
..reduction, to name a few), if subjects, had poorly articulated personal schemata * 
for arts-crafts instructors because of limited prior knowledge 'of arts instructors', 
th^n the provided personal themes would have g.ven them useful information that 
a poorly articulated schemata would. not .for disambiguating the ceramics instructor's 
personal comments. By the same tokon subjects receiving fencing -conversation 
may not have.gained much . from the provided personal themes beca'usj they already 
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" ' has strongly articulatfd personal Vchemata foe coaches or sports instructors, 

^ * ' \ 

based on extensive prior knowledge about s^pr ts and spprts. coaches which 

* ' - % ' " w% i . ° , 

they retrieved from memory and used as, a pexsonal theme. .> ^ m 

The fencing instructor/s overall conversational behavior may have * 

caused subjects to* categorize ntftf'a^a prototypic example of. the coach- * * 

sports instructor personal schema. Thus* subject^ would probably be inclined 

to, use this personal pro type front memory as a theme for the fencifltf instructor's. 

personal comments.. "When .a person is a prototypical .category ex.ejriplar-, then. ^ 

this association with the 'category can function as an organizational ctffeme 

* to structure the encoding of new information about the person.. (Candor - % 

'and Mischel, 1979 , v p. 42). This may. explain why ' tjjere was no significant ^ y 

.personal comprehension advantage for subjects^ in the. fencing conversation 

condition receiving personal themes over subjects receiving^ content themes/ 

- / * 7 
. The personal comprehension advantage, for subjects in the .tending 

conversation condition receiving content themes,-may also be a result of 

personal prototypes. Given the possibility' that -fencing conversation subjects 

: • did not need personal themes to disambiguate the fencing instrugt&r »s comments, 

they may have found the" content themes' useful ijr further disambiguating the 

meaning of the entire conversation resulting in better overall comprehension 

and hence better personal comprehension than ceramics conversationist jects 

• ' ■ V ' ' • 

' JJ^° receded content thJemes. * .* 

. .These explanations <atfe post-rhoc and therefore subject'fa a multitude, of 
alternative explanations put in footnote here- on post-study. However, one 
thing these results indicate is that personal comprehension processes may' 
He different than content comprehension processes. ^or one thing, regardless 
of the independent variables Ejects found personal ."informatioji Hx=6. 902) 
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significantly* more comprehensible than content irvformation (x=5.797),. 
t (1,246^=5.85, p £.0001. This, may* have created a searing effect, 
partially vashing out^the effects of the independent variables. 
Future conversational research which focuses on personal comprehension 
may be'able to determine why personal information is generally more 
comprehensible than content information 'in conversations, and also 

; . ' • - . r 

determine what role them^ play in personal comprehension. 
I/iitial Uncertainty Reduction ^ 

For this dep^nder^: variable there was* a' significant theme type by 
conversation interaction, F(l , 230) =7. 525, p <^.007 paralleling^the same - 
interaction for personal, comprehension. This interaction's graph • * 
(Figure 2) reveals its resemblance to the same personal comprehension , 
interaction (Figure 2a) . Subjects receding personal themes in the ceramics 
instructions conversation reported significantly more uncertainty reduction 
'than subjects receiving content ^hemes for the same conversation. * , 

There was also a significant thrdte-way interaction among theme "ambiguity 
theme type, and conversation; F(l,230)=5?77, p £.017. ftgure 4 shows that 
"theme type had an effect in the ceramics instructions conversation in the 
unanbiguods theme condition but not in the fencing instructiohs conversation 

Personal comprehension and uncertainty reduction appear to be the same, 
or similar aspects of the same reception process^ Comments receivers 
categorized as personal would provide excellent clues afedtjt- the sender's 
personality. To comprehend these comments > the receiver must develop a 
disambiguating context, which in most cases would be a personal theme. This 

a 

theme would in turn serve as an access routed to a pertinent personal schema. 
♦ 

The accessed person schema would provide thp^feceiver with a set of criteria 



j:or reducing uncertainty about the sender. 

a 

The inclination from this study's results i$ that receivers ^nay he ^ 
more likely to access and ^se personal schemata when they are well ^u^iculated 
or strong, but not when they are poorly articulated or weak. An important 
'issue for future research is the need to determine how persona 1. memory 

schemata affect uncertainty reduction and personal comprehension when those 

«** 

schemata are strong or highly reinforced versus wheft they ar$ weak or poorly ^ 
articulated. ' r 

Delayed Uncertainty Reduction 

• ; 17 5 • *' • , 

'There were r^o significant main effects or interaction for delayed 
uncertainty reduction. Time may diminish the independent variables' effect 



on uncertainty reduction. A t-test between the initial (X=5.44) and delayed 
(X=5.11) uncertainty reduction measures revealed a significant decrease 'in 

uncertainty redbfjtion after a time delay, t (1, 215) =5.85, < .001. ^ 

f ' . * 

Lingle et al. 's (1979) research offers a likely explanation for v the * 

decrease in uncertainty reduction. -after time passes. Lingle et al* » (1979)- ^ 

; i 

found that after time passes, receivers draw on tl^matically organized 

impressions from semantic metnory to make judgements or reduqg uncertainty v ^ 

about others. These impressions do not contain specific "stimulus traits" > 

from original message information; they contain information related to personal 

* • • * ■ 

'V. • 

themes developed during initial message reception ^(Lingle et al . , 197,9, 

/ ' , 
p. This being the case, it. stands to reason that subjects in this study 

would experience decreases in uncertainty ^eduction over time because they did 

not have as many cues to reduce uncertainty as*. they did <S|uring initial 

y 

message reception. ' 
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Content Recall Accuracy 

There were significant main 'effects for theme ^ambiguity, *F (1,223) - 

7 . 

19.88, p < .001, and theme ty^e/F (1,223)=13.38, p < -0003, and significant . , 
theW ambiguity by theme type, K(l,223)=10.72, p < .0012, focusing strategy ^ 
by conversation, P(l,'223)-5.38/p < .021, and focusing stra^gy by theme 

•ambiguity by theme type by conversation, F (1, 223) =5.69, p < .0J8, interactions. 

. , • > ' ' / r 

The results supported hypothesis 1, with content recall in the • *. 

unambiguous theme condition (x = 1.403) significantly better than recall 

in the ambiguous theme condition .(x = .700). Theme type had a significant 

* 

. effect "on content recall, with those subjects receiving content themes recalling 
significantly more content information (x = 1.339) than subjtftts receiving 
personal themes (x ■ .739). 

The theme ambiguity by theme type interaction (Figure 5) demonstrated 
superior -content-recall accuracy for subjects receiving the unambiguous 
content themes. The focusing Strategy by conversation interaction, while / 

significant in the ANOVA, revealed no significant differences via the 
" • \ 
,Tukey> post-hoc test or the less conservative Duncan's multiple range 

test. The four way interaction graphs (Figure 6 a-d) , demonstrated that 

. the unambiguous content theme condition was the best predictor of recall. 

accuracy regardless of focusing strategy or conversation. 

These results taken as a whole clearly indicate that content recall 

accuracy is strongly constrained "by the type of theme a receiver uses and the 

degree to which that theme dCsambi guates a conversation's content information. 

> These results extend previous prose-theme recall research to the conversational 

arena. In studying theme's effect on conversational content recall accuracy, 

researchers must take into account thU study's finding 'that while conversational 



9 

ERIC 



2 



-24- " ' ^ \ 



- information is stored around themes and themes are used to retrieve conversational 

j \ > 

information; themes are more or less useful jn storing and retrieving 

' " information based on the lev^t teo which fehey are ambiguous and what type - 

of theme (content) is used, v a , 

' . * ' ' ' ** ' 

Personal Recall Accuracy * . f 

' * • - • - * . 

There were significant mayi effects for theme ambiguity ( 1 , 223) - 
13.09,% < .(J004 r and conversation, F (1 , 223) =12. 53 , p < .0005. - No otlher 



main\or interactive effects were significant. 

\ As predicted, in hypothesis 1, subjects^in the. unambiguous theme condition 

v w X» - 

accurately;'*ecaUe<4 signif icantly*more personal infornwftion (x = .9^6) than 

^ subjects #£ the ambiguous theme condition (x = 4 483). Personal recall accuracy 

was significantly better for subjects receiving the fencing conversation 

v (x = .9QG3'than those receiving the ceramics conversation (x = .496). 

Pcj&V research (Keenan et al ., 1977) found tjfct sub jects^could recall _ 

personal' information more accurately than contend iaformation, indicating 

that/these two types of information may not be processed .in the same way, 

OegrW oS^onversatzional theme ambiguity, however, appears to be an important 

predictor of both content and personal recall accuracy. Regardless of type 

of conversational theme or type of information recalled., using an unambiguous 

theme will significantly increase a conversant's recall accuracy. ^ , 

^ ; As with personal comprehension and^ immediate uncertainty reduction, the 

Conversation variable had a significant impact. Following the same line of 

/^reasoning, subjects receiving the fencing conversation may^ have been able to 

^'accurately recall personal information a*t<er a time delay because a "coach" 

personality prototype was a better organizing and retrieval cue for personal 



rafts" personality prototype;. Cantor and Milfc&el^ 



\ information than a "arts-crafts 11 persona] ^ % 
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(1979) comments on this subject are particularly appropriate within the 
context of the present post-hoc explanation of t\\e conversation effect^ 
"When a target individual fits well in a particular category (or has been 

labeled as a member of that category) not oaly does memory for details of 

i 

his/her behavior improve in general (e.g. Cantor and Mischel, 1980), but 
attributes commonly associated with that category are ascribed more freely 
to that person in written impressions and/or^in recall-recognition protocals . . . M 
(p. 7). - . . , 

^ Fpcusing Strategy 

The predicted effects of focusing strategies did not occur. Previous 

» • 
research involving the focusing strategy variable found it to have a significant 

impact on message comprehension and recall. One important difference between 

the previous research and the present study was this study's use of conver- 

•» • 
sational stimulus messages. 

Perhaps in conversational messages , m content and pers6nal focusing 
strategi^' have minimal impact on comprehension, recall, and uncertainty 
. reduction. Receivers may engage personal and' content focusing strategies 

relatively automatically. Shatz's (1978) research indicated that content and 
' personal focusing strategies are used interdependent^ not independently. 

* J 

."From a processing point of view, the two domains of understanding, social 
(personal) and message content (content) are not independent of one another. 
The 'facility 'with which one functions in one domain has repercussions for the 
display of knowledge in the rfffr" (p. 5). It may be that while receivers ^ 
can focus their attention on personal or content information they may be> 
unable to disregard or minimally process the other type of information, 
especially when processing a' coherent conversation. 
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« 

It is^also possible that receivers do not Use personal or content 
focusing strategies when receiving coWersa.ioeal messages, although Ms seems 
somewhat unlifcely given the past research (Keenan et^l. . ig 77i 01son , 1977 , ' 
Shatz. ig 73 , «, ich indicates othaiwUe Fuwre research ^ 

strategies receivers use when processing conversational messages is needed 
to resolve these perplexing questions. 

Conclusions 

The results of this research provide a potentially fruitful new direction 
for the study of uncertainty reduction which appears to be intimately .inked 
to personal message comprehension,. Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of 
this research-is its findings on^the personal message comprehend and , . 
recall accuracy variables which suggests that personal semantic memory 
schemata are organized and accessed differently 'then content semantic memory 
schemata. Puture research might focus on how receivers access and use 
Persona! schemata during conversational discourse processing. Perhaps the 
use o, personal schemata in processing conversaUons involves the retrieval ' 
•f . combination of personal schemata as well as bi . polar Judgmental ^ ' 
as the constructive*, research indicates <see Bella and his colleagues ' 
>/cn). 
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The results of this study also lead to the conclusion that it' is useful 
to mahe the distinction between personal information and contei information 
in. conversations. Nonetheless, these two categories need further refinement. 
There are many types of personal and content information, For exampie. 
sarcasm, compliments, statements of attitudes, etc. all appear to fail within 
the personal information category. Xnteractants in conversations may treat 
these subcategories differently when reducing uncertainty about others. 
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The subcategories" of intent information (e.g. questions, assertions of fadt. 
negation," statements of description, etc.) may also be treated differently 
in processing of conversations. Future research on this issue should attempt; 
, to identify those subcategories of content and personal information that 
are psychologically meaningful. 
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NOTES 



See Berger, Douglas, and Rogers :"(1981) ; Goss (in press); Planalp and 
Hewes (1981); Planalp ard Tacey (1980); Craig (1979); Hopper (1981), 
Mike Roloff f (1981) , to name a few. 

See, Bransford (1979), Fiske and'Linville (in press) , Freedle (1979), 
Hastie (1981)1, Lachman, Lachman, and Butterfield (i?79) , Spiro (1980) , 
for more in depth^reviews of modern schema theory, its assumptions, 
underpinings, and historical motivations. 
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In discourse processing research, most often researchers use at least 
two stimulus messages in order .to increase the generalizability of 
their results and also to avoid the fixed effects fallacy (Clark , 1973). 
This variable's only purpose is.. to increase a study's generalizability, 
but more often than not the message variable produces significant, 
rffsc^s. The message (or conversation) effect is very common in theme 
discourse research. Christiaan^en (1980, p. 616), Dool^ng and Lachman 
(1971, p. 221), Dooling and Mullet (1973, p." 405), Dooling and 
.Christiaansen (1977,' p. 431) , Sulin and Dooling (1974>p. 258 * 260) . 
and Thorndyke (1977, p. 88) all' reported a message effect. It is 
important to note that in 'all these studies Thorndyke (1-977, ppt 97-98) 
was the only researcher who attempted to explain the message effect; 
his explanation Was post-hoc and not relevant to, the pr^ent study. . 
So, whil/a conversation (or message) effect might have been predicted 
in this/ stud y' there was no basis in previous discourse research to 
substantiate and specify the direction of such a 'prediction. Rather 
than ignoring the conversations message effect, .1 ( have incorporated 
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it within this study's experimental design and will attempt to 

offer some reasonable explanation, albeit post-hoc, for its occurance. 

In this way, future conversational research exploring the conversation 

effect will have some prior research basis for exploring the effect. 

Ultimately, we may reach a stage in discourse processing research 

whe're we will have a comprehensive explanation of the message-conversation 

effect. This will only occur when more comprehensive explanations- 

are developed for discourse processes in general, however, until tha't 

time I believe we can expect message-conversation effects. 

4. The author will furnish on request stimulus materials used in 
this study. 

5. ' Dooling and Christiaansen 's (1977) and Spiro's (1977) research indicated 

that a one week delay would be sufficient to permit constructive- 
reconstructive memory processes to occur. Spiro (1977) also indicated 
that informing subjects that they will be tested for recall will 
inhibit their constructive-reconstructive memory processes for a 
stimulus message, which was* the reason for not informing subjects — 
T in this study that they would be given a recall test after the one* 
week delay. This also was the rationale for not immediately testing 
recall accuracy, in addition to the fapt that pa^t memory research 
(Dooling and Chris tiaans^r 1977; Spiro,* 1977) established^ that . 
constructive-reconstructive intrusions would not be likely to occur, 
in an immediate recall accuracy test. * *~ 
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6 J .N For the validity check , 90 college students, 45 males and 45 females, 
were randomly selected -from beginning level- speech and communication . 
classes. The mean age for subjects j^s 19.6 .years. 

• n 

7. In the analysis to be reported, several factors caused* the degrees of 

freedom to vary somewhat for the diffef ^dependent variables. Seventeen 
subjects were 'absent for the second half of the experiment when the , 

* de^ayed^uncertainty reduction .and recall accuracy measures were administered. 
There were also six subjects who received the wrong recall accuracy ^ ^ 
•nestJ - The comprehension and dniti-a^u^certainty reduction scores 
for subjects who were absent for 'part or all of the delayed measured* 
were. included in the analysis for the initial measures. One subject 
<W a^absent for the personal comprehension, initial uncertainty reduction, 
measure and' the ' delayed measure.' 

8. References about the "sociological level" and the "psychological level- 
were .taken from Miller and Steinberg's 11975) developmental interpersonal 
communication theory. + 



ERIC 



32 



v ' Referenc es 

Bartlett, F. Rememberings A study in experimental and social psychology , * 
.Cambridge: Cambridge University^ Press , 1932. 

Berger, C. , Douglas, W. , and Rogers, M. The effects of script deviance and 

self-monitoring on tecall of conversational 'sequences . Paper presented — 
&t the Internationa^ Communication Association, Minneapolis, Minnesota, 1981. 

Berger, C. , Beyond initial irtteraction: Uncertainty, understanding, and the 
development of interpersonal relationships. In H. Giles & R. St. Clair 
(Eds.), Language and social psychology. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980. 

Berger, C. , & Calabrese R. Some explorations in initial interaction and beyond: 
Toward a developmental theory of interpersonal communication. Human 
Communication Research , 1975, 1, 99-1J.2. 

Berger, C. , & Clatterbuck, G. Attitude similarity and attributional information 
as determinants, of uncertainty reduction and interpersonal attraction. 
Paper presented at International CommuniQation Association, Portland, Oregon, 197o 

Berger, C. , Gardener, B., Parks, M. , Schulman, L. , & Miller, G. Interpersonal 

epistemology and interpersonal communication. In G. Miller (Ed.) , • ^ ^ 

Explorations in interpersonal communication . Beverly Hills: Sage N 
Publications, 1976.* 

Berger, C, & Perkins, J. Studies in interpersonal epistemology I: Situational 
attributes in observational context selection. In B. Ruben (Ed.), 
Communication yearbook 2 . New Brunswick-, New Jersey: Transaction Bookd, 1978.- 

Bisanz, G. , LaPox*te, R. , Vesdonder, G. , & Voss, J. On the representation of 
prose: New dimensions. Journal <Qf Verbal Learning and Verbal Behavior , 
1978', 17, 337-357. 

( 

Bock, M. Some effects of titles on building and recalling test structures. 

Discourse Processes, 1980, 3, 301-312. - 

■ — — — ■ — ^ 

Bransford, J., & Johnson/ M. Contextual prerequisites for understanding: 

Some investigations of comprehension and recall. Journal of Verbal Learning 
and Verbal Behavior , 1972, 11^ 717-726. 
, * 

Bransford, J., & McCarrell, N. A sketch of a. cognitive approach to comprehension:. 
Some thoughts ^abotit understanding what it means to comprehend. In W. . v 
Weimer & D. Palermo (Eds.), Cognition and the symbolic processes . Hillsdale^ 
•New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates ^Sublishers , 1974, 

Cantor, N. and Mischel , W. Prototypes in person perc-e^ion. In L. Berkowitz 
(Ed.), Advances in Experimental Social Psychology . New York: Academic, 
Press, 1979. 

Clatterbuck, G. Attributional confidence and ^uncertainty . Human Communicat ion* 
Research , 1979, 5, 147-157. 

Cohen, *C. & Ebbesen, E. Observational goals and schema activation: A 

theoretical framework for "behavior perception. Journal of Experimental 
Social Psychology , d979, 15, 305-329- 

^ *« 

• • 33 



Dodd, D., & White, R. Cognition: Mental structures and processes, Boston: 
Allyn & Bacon, 1980. . 

I 

Dooling, D. and Chris tiaansen, Episodi^ and semantic aspects of memory 1 v 

for prose. Journal of Expe*i4ental Psychology: Human Learning and 
Memory , 1977, 3, 428-436. , 

Dooling, D. , & Lachman, R. Effects of comprehension and retention of prose. 

Journal of Experimental Psychology , 1971, 88, 216-222. ( 

c * 

Evans, J. Personal communication, October 10, 1979. 

Fiske, S. and Linville, P. -tghat does the. schema concept B buy us? Personality 
and Social Psychology Bulletin , 1980 t 6, 543-557. , . 

Frederiksen, C. Effects of context-induced processing operations on semantic 
information acquired from discourse. Cognitive Psychology , 1975, 139-166. 

Freedle, R. New directions in discourse processing . Norwood, New Jersey: 
Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1979. 

Goss, B. Processing communication: Information processing in intra personal 
c ommunication . in press. 

" . t ' < 

Grice, H. Logic and conversation. In P. Coife and J,L. Morgan (Eds.)/ 
Studies in syntax (Vol. 3). New York : # Seminar Press, 1975. 

^Harris, R. A primer-^of-multivariate statistic^. New York: Academic Press, 
1975. 

Hastie, R. Schematic principles in human memory. In E. Higgins, C.yHerman, and - 
M. Zanna ( Eds.), Social Cognition: The~Ontario Symposium . Hil^fedale, New 
Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates^ 19'*1. ' ' 

Housel, T. and Acker, S. Schema theory: Cctn it connect communication's discourse 
Paper presented at the International Communication Association, *May, # 1979. 

Just, M., & Carpenter, P. Cognitive processes in comprehension . Hill^ale 
New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers, 1977. 

Keenan, J., 'MacWhinney, B.V & Mayhew, D. Pragmatics in memory: A study 

of natural conversation. Journal of Veftbal Learning and Verb al Behavior, 
1977, 16, 549-560. 1 

Kintsch, W. On comprehending stories. In M. Just & P. Carpenter (Ed$.), 

Cognitive processes in* comprehension . New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1977. 

Kintsch, W. , & Van Dijk, T. Toward a model of text comprehension and 
production. Psychological Review , 1978, 85, 363-394. 

I 

Kirk, R. Experimental* design : Procedures for the behavioral sciences . Belmont, 
California: Brooks/Cole Publishing Company, 1968. 



4 Laehman, R., Lachman, J. , and Butteffield, E. Cognitive psydiology and . • ' 
information processing: An introduction * Erlbaum Associates , Publishers, J.979.' 

Lingle, J. , <3eva, N., Ostrom, T. f Laippe , M. , & "Baumgradner , M. Thematic ^ * 

effects of person judgments on impression organization. Journal* of * 
Personality' and Social Psycholo gy, 1979, 37* 674-687. 

Markus, 'H. Se.lf-schemata and processing information about the self . /Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology , 1977, 35^, 63-78. * 

Miller, G., & Steinberg, M. Between pgopTe: A new analysis of interpersonal , ^ 
communication . Chicago: Science Research Associate, Inc., 1975. . , 

Ostfom, T. , Lingle/ J«, Pryor, J. and Geva. N. Cognitive organization of § m . 
person impressions. „ In Hastie'et al. (Ecfe Person memory; The cognitive ^ \ 
* basis of social perception . Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates, 1979. t ' 

Planalp, S. and Tracey, K. Not to change the topic but A cognitive approach 

to the management of conversation. In D. Nimmo (Ed.), Communication . - 

Yearbook 4 . New Brunswick (U.S.A.): Transaction, Books , 1980. 

* * * . ' * T i$ 

Reichman/R. Conversational coherency. (Technical Report No. 95) /Center for tlje 
Study of Reading, University of Illinois, July 1978. 

Reynolds, R.v^aftfor, M. , Steffensen, M. , Shirley,- L. , arid Anderscm, R.C. 

Cultural schemata and reading comprehension. (Technical Report No? 201) Center 
*- : for the Study of Reading, University of Illinois, April. 1981. 

Rice, G. On Cultural Schemata. American Ethnologist , 1980, 151-171. > ^ / 

Schank, Rl and Abelson, R. Scripts, plans, goals, and understanding . New 
Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers, 1977. ^ 



Shatz, The' relationship between cognitive processes and the development > 

of communication skills*. In B. Keasey (Ed.), Nebraska Symposium on . /; 

Motivation, 1977. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1978. 

Spiro, R. Remembering information from text: The "state' of schema" approach. 

In R. Anderson, R. Spiro & W. Montague 1Eds. )V Schooling and the. ^ \ 

acquisition of Knowledge Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrencfe Erlbaum . ^ 

Associates, Publishers, 197>7. • • 1- 

Spiro, R. Schema theory and reading comprehension* New directions. (Technical 
' • Report No. 191) Center lor the Study of Reading, University of Illinois, 
Decembe^ 1980 , " • i 

Stein, -N. t and Trabasso, Tw. What's in a stAry : r An approach to comprehension 
^ and instructi<& (Technical Report No. 200) Center for^the Study of 

Reading, University of Illinois, April, 1981. ^ ■ 



9 

ERLC 



35 



Sulin, "ft. and^Dodling, D. Intrusion of a thematic idea in retention of prose. 
Journal^ off Experimental Psychology > 1974, \ 103 , 255-262, • . 

' t 

I Thorndyke, P. Cognitive structures in comprehension and memory q£ narrative 
discourse* Cognitive^ Psychology , 1977 , 77-114. 

9 

Winograd, T. A framework for-, understanding discourse. In M. Just & P. 
Carpenter (Bds.), ppgnitiVe processes in comprehension . New^Vork: 
John Wiley fi "Sons;(>i£77. ^ ] 



- •« * 



4 



ERIC > 



36 



•n 



v 



• 







» 


t 


— 


o 

/ 


\ 


% ' ' Pearson 


\ "* 1 

Table 1 

r Between Dependent Variables 

■ ■ P 


_ » 


Personal 
Comprehension 

* 


Uncertainty 
Reduction . 


Personal 
Compr ehe ns ion 


• 


: * • 

f 


Uncertainty . 
Reduction 


r = .511 . 
(p < .0001) 




'• 

Delayed 

Uncertainty 

Reduction 


r = .393 
(p < .0001) 

* 

• 


r « .742 
(p < .0001) 

i ' " 








• * * 








° * ' 4 


» 




1 




ERIC 




« 

« 

✓ 



Figure 1. - Theme ambiguity by theme type interaction for 
content comprehension. ♦ 
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• Figure 2. Theme type by conversation, interaction for 
personal comprehension. 
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* Figure 3. Theme type by conversation -interacwLon for 

initial uncertainty reduction (N.S. = no significance) 
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Figure 4. Theme ambiguity by theme type by conversation 
interaction for initial uncertainty reduceion. (N.S. = no significance) 
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Figure 5. Theme ambiguity by theme 
type interaction for content recall accuracy 
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Figure 6* Focusing strategy by theme ambiguity by 
theme type by conversation interaction for content recall accuracy. 
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